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Extended Abstract 
Corporate social responsibility (CSR) has taken hold as a global trend, with research 
by KPMG (2011) indicating that 64 percent of each of the top 100 companies in 34 countries 
are now reporting about their CSR activities. However, while we have continued to see CSR 
grow as a global trend, both in terms of the number of organisations becoming involved in 
CSR, and those communicating about their CSR activities, the social responsibility of 
corporations has been subject to an increasing number of debates, commentary, activities, 
scrutiny, media coverage, academic research, and theory building (Carroll & Shabana, 2010; 
Sahlin-Andersson, 2006).  
The challenge surrounding CSR, both at a practical and theoretical level, is that it is 
an essentially contested concept, both in terms of defining what CSR actually is, as well as 
debates about who organisations need to be responsive to. For example, some scholars have 
suggested that CSR goes beyond compliance with the law (McWilliams, Siegel, & Wright, 
2006). Others have highlighted that CSR should include the economic and legal expectations 
(Carroll, 1979; 1991; Carroll & Shabana, 2010) of relevant stakeholders. Additionally, it has 
been argued that many expect organisations to behave ethically, and also have the desire for 
them to engage in discretionary and philanthropic activities (Ihlen, Bartlett, & May, 2011).  
This in turn has implications as to what organisations address within their CSR 
reports, particularly given CSR is essentially a social constructed concept, whereby these 
socially constructed expectations may come from disparate audiences with divergent 
expectations (Christensen & Cheney, 2011; Grant & Nyberg, 2011).To date however, limited 
attention have been given to who organisations need to indicate their responsiveness – or as 
this paper positions it, legitimacy – to in relation to CSR , and in turn, why they communicate 
about certain activities in their CSR reports. As such, there is a need for research to consider 
the multiple, and often disparate, audiences or sources that have socially constructed 
expectations in relation to CSR, and the impact these can have on the types of activities that 
organisations perform, and subsequently communicate about, under the banner of CSR.  
Institutional theory is a useful theoretical framework to consider the socially 
constructed nature of CSR, and the often disparate audiences that have socially constructed 
expectations in relation to CSR. According to institutional theory, organisations operate 
within an organisational field, and within that field, organisations face  a number of 
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institutional pressures (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Scott, 1995), which shed light on the 
actors (or stakeholders) and broader contexts that can shape meaning. As such, following an 
institutional theory perspective, the notion of institutional pressure suggests that there are 
specific sources (i.e. stakeholders) and broader contexts that create meaning in relation to 
CSR and may assist in explaining why organisations communicate about their CSR practices.   
By drawing on two of the dominant perspectives of institutional pressures – that being 
DiMaggio and Powell’s (1983) conceptualisation of coercive, mimetic, and normative 
pressures, and Scott’s (1995; 2001; 2008) three ‘pillars’ that underlie institutional order: 
regulative, normative, and cognitive elements –  this paper argues that CSR is influenced by 
regulatory, professional, and public/mimetic sources. In other words, this paper argues that 
these regulatory, professional, and public/mimetic sources create socially constructed 
expectations in relation to CSR, and in turn, organisations will address these socially 
constructed expectations within their CSR reports. 
Institutional theory highlights that organisations will respond to changing social and 
institutional pressures and expectations – or in other words, those pressures coming from 
regulatory, professional, and/or public/mimetic sources – in a bid to appear legitimate, or 
seek legitimacy (Deephouse, 1996; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). Following Suchman (1995, 
p. 574),this paper positions legitimacy as a “generalised perception or assumption that the 
actions of an entity are desirable, proper, or appropriate within some socially constructed 
system of norms, values, beliefs, and definitions”. In doing so, this paper also follows 
Suchman’s position that legitimacy is both strategic in nature, whereby legitimacy can be 
managed, manipulated, and fostered, and also institutional in nature, whereby legitimacy is 
based on socially-constructed beliefs. By considering this duality of legitimacy, this enables 
the researcher to consider why organisations are communicating about CSR activities in their 
reports (i.e. to appear legitimate in relation to socially-constructed beliefs stemming from 
institutional pressures), and well as how organisations are communicating about CSR (i.e. in 
a way to manage, manipulate, foster, or negotiate legitimacy).  
To further consider the why of CSR communication within the specific context of a 
CSR report, following Suchman (1995) and Deephouse and Suchman (2008), this paper 
draws on the notion of pragmatic, moral, and professional legitimacy, which are said to “map 
neatly” (Haveman & Daivd, 2008, p. 580) against the institutional pressures operating within 
a field. More specifically, this paper explores the propositions highlighted in the literature 
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which suggest that organisations will respond to (a)  regulatory sources in bid to seek 
pragmatic legitimacy, (b) professional sources to seek professional legitimacy, and (c) 
public/mimetic sources to seek moral legitimacy.  Here, it should be noted that while the 
author does acknowledge that legitimacy may also take the form of cognitive legitimacy, it 
has been highlighted that while pragmatic and moral legitimacy rest of discursive evaluation, 
cognitive legitimacy does not (Suchman, 1995). Therefore, given the focus of this study is on 
CSR reports, the consideration of cognitive legitimacy is beyond the scope of this study, and 
if included, would only result in speculation.  
While it is important to consider why organisations are communicating about their 
CSR activities, this then raises the question of how organisations are communicating about 
their CSR practices in their CSR reports, particularly given these reports are often written to 
address the needs of multiple stakeholders, often with divergent expectations (Christensen & 
Cheney, 2011; Grant & Nyberg, 2011). More specifically, given the notion of CSR stems 
from the socially constructed expectations of various sources; this paper seeks to consider 
how organisations are communicating about their CSR activities in a manner that indicates 
their legitimacy with the expectations of the various social, regulatory, and professional 
sources impacting CSR.  
According to Ihlen (2011), the field of rhetoric can be highly useful for researchers to 
focus on and understand the specific textual strategies used by organisations when they 
communicate about their CSR practices. Therefore, to consider how organisations 
communicate about their CSR activities in their reports, this research draws on the notion of 
rhetoric, which is a type of persuasive communication that enables actors to shape the 
legitimacy of practices by making persuasive arguments that justify and rationalise these 
practices (Green, 2004; Green, Li, & Nohria, 2009; Suddaby & Greenwood, 2005).  In other 
words, the current literature suggests that rhetorical devices can be used by organisations to 
seek legitimacy in relation to socially constructed pressures and expectations.  
More specifically, the literature highlights that the three classic rhetorical appeals – 
logos, ethos, and pathos – all of which are considered in this study, can be used to build and 
construct different types of legitimacy. Building on Green (2004) and an understanding of the 
rhetorical devices, this paper posits that logos may be used to build and construct pragmatic 
legitimacy, whilst ethos and pathos may be used to build and construct moral legitimacy. As 
such, this would suggest that logos could be used to respond to regulatory sources, ethos 
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and/or pathos to respond to public/mimetic sources, and logos, ethos and/or pathos to respond 
to professional sources (given professional legitimacy may be moral or pragmatic in nature 
(see Suchman and Deephouse, 2008)). To date however, these propositions have not been 
explored. Furthermore, CSR literature has largely failed to consider all three rhetorical 
devices, instead focusing predominately on ethos (Ihlen, 2011). 
By building on the notions of institutional theory, legitimacy, and rhetoric, this paper 
explores these propositions in relation to CSR communication, and in doing so, seeks to 
consider the why and how of CSR communication, within the specific context of a CSR 
report. By presenting an in-depth case study, this paper investigates the socially constructed 
nature of CSR, how meaning in relation to CSR can be created, and what this tells us about 
the nature of CSR and its communication – whether it is normative, negotiated, or strategic 
(see Bartlett and Devin, 2011). 
This paper focuses specifically on one organisation – an Australian bank – as an 
exemplar case (Yin, 2003), given it has been awarded as the leading bank (or one of the 
leading banks) globally in terms of its sustainability on the Dow Jones Sustainability Index 
since 2007. By drawing on its CSR report from 2010, this paper presents an in-depth case 
study of the types of sources – whether it be regulatory, professional, and/or public/mimetic – 
that has impacted on the types of activities the organisation is performing, and subsequently 
communicating about in its report under the banner of CSR (why), as well as the types of 
rhetorical devices – whether it be logos, ethos, and/or pathos – the organisation use in its 
report (how).  
In doing so, this paper explores the propositions alluded to in the literature in relation 
to institutional pressures, legitimacy, and rhetoric in the specific context of a CSR report, and 
highlights that while they do hold true – to an extent – in practice, CSR is increasingly more 
complex. Instead, the findings illustrated that an activity performed and subsequently 
communicated about by the organisation was influenced by a number of sources, operating at 
multiple levels. Furthermore, the research also highlighted that instead of using one rhetorical 
device to appeal to a particular source, the organisation would draw on multiple appeals in 
order to strengthen its arguments in a bid to seek legitimacy. Interestingly, while one would 
expect to see pathos being used frequently throughout the report, given the nature of CSR, the 
results instead showed that the organisation relied predominately on logos, with ethos used to 
support. 
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The strategic nature of CSR was also highlighted through the research, whereby the 
organisation tended to be more overt about those activities that were voluntary in nature, 
most of which stemmed from the expectations of professional and public sources. In 
comparison, while regulatory sources required the organisation to perform a number of 
activities discussed in its report, it largely neglected to mention this and as such, failed to 
highlight the actual pragmatic nature of that activity.  
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